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Growth in the Southeast: Trends and
Choices
Population and economic growth in the Southeastern United States over the last decade has
generated large-scale land consumption and exacerbated traffic congestion, according to this
article. Air pollution has risen, affecting human health and nearby forest ecosystems. Water
quality and quantity has declined, and the region is losing a tremendous amount of biodiversity
and habitat. The article reviews the fiscal and economic costs of sprawl, as well as its ' impacts on
equity within urban areas. Throughout the region, voters are demonstrating their support for
smart growth and community livability measures. The article later reviews opportunities for land
use and transportation reform in the Southeast, as well as barriers that prevent the adoption of
more focused policies.
TVip Pollard
Introduction
The Southeast is growing at a phenomenal rate.
Although this growth has brought many benefits to
the region, such as more jobs and higher incomes,
the explosive, low-density land use development
that is transforming the Southeast is linked to an
increasing array of environmental, health,
economic, and social problems. Public awareness
and concern with the problems relating to sprawl
have increased, creating pressure for change and
significant opportunities to promote new approaches
that can capture the benefits of growth while
reducing the accompanying costs.
This article will examine some of the key
trends, issues, and opportunities for reform in seven
southeastern states - Alabama, Georgia, Florida.
North Carolina, South Carolina. Tennessee, and
Virginia.'
General Growth Trends
Population Growth
The Southeast is experiencing tremendous
population growth. Between 1990 and 2000,
population in the region increased by over 8.8
million, an almost 20 percent increase that far
outpaced the 13.1 percent increase nationwide
during the past decade. Five of the 15 fastest
growing states were in the Southeast (Georgia,
Florida, North Carolina. South Carolina, and
Tennessee). 2
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Census Population Change, 1990 to 2000
Georgia
Florida
North Carolina
Tennessee
South Carolina
Virginia
Alabama
Region
April 1, 1990
6,478.216
12.937.926
6.628,637
4,877,185
3.486.703
6.187358
4,040387
44,636,612
April 1,2000
8.186.453
15.982378
8.049313
5,689.283
4,012,012
7,078315
4,447,100
53,445,054
Number
1,708.237
3,044.452
1,420.676
812.098
525309
891.157
406313
8,808,442
Percent
26.4
233
21.4
16.7
15.1
14.4
10.1
19.7
Table 1. Population growth in the Southeast United States.
For at least the next two decades, population
increases in the Southeast are projected to far
outpace the national average.
Economic Growth
The Southeast has also experienced dramatic
economic growth. Although the economy recently
has weakened nationwide, the Southeast has seen
a significant boost in jobs and personal income in
recent decades, and unemployment has tended to
be below the national average.' Atlanta, the region"s
largest metropolitan area, added over 670,000 new
jobs and increased per capita income by over 60
percent during the past decade. 4
Another significant trend is the fact that new
jobs are being created most rapidly in suburban
areas throughout the region. This trend has a major
impact on urban form and on the ability of job
seekers in urban neighborhoods to find employment.
Although jobs are increasing at a faster pace
in suburban areas, the majority of jobs are still
located relatively near the center city in most
metropolitan areas in the Southeast. Atlanta and
Tampa, however, are two cities showing a high
degree of "job sprawl," with most jobs located
over ten miles from the central business district. 5
As jobs become less centrally located, more land
is consumed and auto use becomes a necessity as
transit, walking, and bicycling become impractical.
Land Development Patterns
Although population and economic trends
Change in Total Land Change in Total Land
State Developed 1982-1992 Developed 1992-1997
(1000s ofAcres) (1000s of Acres)
Georgia 851.9 738.4
Florida 825.2 1088.2
North Carolina 506.6 933.1
Tennessee 401.9 464.0
South Carolina 362.0 386.4
Virginia 343.5 441.0
Alabama 315.3 320.4
Region 3606.4 4371.5
Table 2. Land development patterns in the Southeast United States.
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affect growth and development, the problem is less
that the Southeast is growing than how it is growing.
Scattered, highly land-consumptive development
patterns are typical in every state in the region.
"Top Ten" States -
Total Acres ofLand Developed
1992-1997
The amount of land being developed in the
Southeast is staggering. Between 1992 and 1997,
over 3.6 million acres were developed in the
region,6 an average of over 720,000 acres per year,
or almost 2,000 acres per day. During the
preceding ten years, over 4.37 million additional
acres were developed.
The Southeast is the most rapidly developing
region of the country. Of the ten states where the
most land was developed between 1992 and 1997,
half are in the Southeast. The only states in this
region not in the top ten - Virginia and Alabama -
ranked ll lh and 13 th nationally in total land
consumption.
Moreover, the rate of land development is
accelerating in every state in the region.
This accelerating growth has caused a massive
loss of precious resources, such as productive
farmland and forest land, wetlands, and wildlife
habitat. Over 20 percent of the land developed
1 Texas
2 Georgia
3 Florida
4 California
5 Pennsylvania
(. North Carolina
7 Tennessee
8 Ohio
9 Michigan
10 South Carolina
Table 3. Top ten states by acres of land developed,
1992-1997.
between 1992 and 1997 in Georgia and South
Carolina was considered to be prime farmland, and
over 30 percent of the land developed in Alabama,
North Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia during this
period was prime farmland.
This phenomenal rate of land conversion is far
outpacing even the rapid population growth of the
region, and development density is decreasing as
the Southeast sprawls away from existing
communities. 7 In the Charleston area, for example.
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Figure 1. Average annual loss of land to development I thousands of acres per year).
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Escalating Auto Use 1990-2000
Percent VMT Increase
Percent Population
Increase
Figure 2. Increase in population and vehicle miles traveled (VMT), 1990-2000.
between 1973 and 1994 the population increased
by 41 percent while the urban area expanded by
255 percent." A recent national report found Atlanta
to be the most sprawling of 1 3 major cities studied,
with the lowest density of any major city. 9
Transportation
amount of time drivers in Atlanta spent stuck in
traffic more than doubled between 1992 and 1999
- from 25 to 53 hours per person per year; and in
1999 over 150 million hours were lost due to delay.
Drivers in Washington, Miami. Nashville, and
Orlando experienced annual delay of over 40 hours
per person in 1999.
As residences, jobs, and activities spread
further apart, automobile use escalates. In 2000.
people in the Southeast drove over 589 billion miles;
an average of over 1.6 billion miles per day. 10
The number of miles people drive is increasing
dramatically in the Southeast, far outstripping
growth in both population and the number of drivers.
As a result, the Southeast has the highest driving
rates in the country. Three of the five largest metro
areas with the highest amount of average driving
per person in the United States are in the region,
as are four of the five middle-sized metro areas."
Traffic congestion and commutes are
increasing rapidly as well. Atlanta has now become
the second most congested city in the country, and
congestion there is increasing faster than in any
other major city in the country. 12 The average
Congestion is rising despite aggressive road
building programs in southeastern states. While
new highways can provide temporary traffic relief,
evidence is growing that it is not possible to build
our way out of congestion. New roads actually
generate more travel, both by opening new areas
to development and by leading motorists to change
their behavior, such as encouraging people to drive
rather than use alternative means of
transportation. 11
Although recent changes to federal
transportation law have increased funding available
for transportation alternatives, transportation
programs in the Southeast remain heavily weighted
towards building and expanding roads as the
solution to virtually every transportation problem.
State departments of transportation and
metropolitan planning organizations in most areas
in the Southeast typically give little consideration
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to the consequences of roads or to alternative
transportation improvements, such as better road
design and mass transit.
A recent report by the Surface Transportation
Policy Project examined how states have spent
the federal transportation funds they receive. 14 It
found that three states in the Southeast (Georgia,
South Carolina, and Tennessee) are "behind the
times*'- failing to pursue many transportation
alternatives. Two states (Alabama and North
Carolina) were ranked as "offering few options,"
and only two states (Florida and Virginia) was found
to have even mixed results, and ranked as "middle
of the road." No state in the region was ranked as
"open to change."
Impacts of Current Trends
The land use and transportation trends
transforming the Southeast have brought a host of
unintended economic, health, social, and
environmental consequences. Almost every
community in the region has experienced some of
the harm automobile-dependent, sprawling
development can bring. This section outlines some
of the most serious problems accompanying sprawl.
Harm to Health and the Environment
The dramatic increase in driving in the
Southeast means more air pollution." Motor
vehicles are a major source of pollutants such as
carbon monoxide and smog-causing nitrogen oxides
and volatile organic compounds. Overall, although
ozone levels are dropping in most areas of the
country, they are rising in the Southeast.
These pollutants lead to a range of health and
environmental harms, including premature death,
lung tissue damage, asthma attacks, visibility
impairment, and forest damage. Millions of people
in the region face additional health risks from
excessive air pollution. A recent report from the
American Lung Association found that ten of the
25 most ozone-polluted cities and nine of the 25
most polluted counties in the country are in the
Southeast. 16 The American Lung Association also
gave a failing grade to the air quality of over 90
counties in the region due to ozone pollution. The
impact of ozone on children's health is a source of
particular concern. A recent study found that
emergency room visits by children for asthma fell
over 40 percent in Atlanta during the 1996 Summer
Olympics when vehicle use decreased and transit
Large MetroAreas with Highest Daily Vehicle Miles ofTravel Per Capita
Rank Federal-Aid Urbanized Area Per Capita
• DVMT
1 Nashville 37.6
2 Houston 36.9
3 Birmingham 34.8
4 Atlanta 33.8
5 Indianapolis 32.1
Mid-Size MetroAreas with Highest Daily Vehicle Miles ofTravel Per Capita
Rank
I
2
3
4(tie)
4(tie)
Federal-Aid Urbanized Area
Knoxville
Greensboro
Winston-Salem
Durham
Harrisburg PA
Per Capita
DVMT
35.6
34.3
31.7
31.4
31.4
Table 4. Metro areas with highest per capita vehicle miles traveled ( VMT).
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use rose in the region. 17
A new report by the federal Centers for
Disease Control (CDC) links sprawl to other public
health problems."* The report found that by
increasing the distances between activities, and
thereby discouraging walking, sprawl increases
obesity. There is again particular concern with the
impact on children's health. Childhood obesity is
skyrocketing, due in part to the fact that in
sprawling, auto-dependent communities, children
must be chauffeured almost everywhere. The
CDC report also concludes that sprawl poses a
significant safety risk, increasing pedestrian-auto
traffic accidents.
Current land use and transportation patterns
are also closely tied to numerous environmental
problems. In addition to ozone pollution, motor
vehicles emissions are a primary contributor to
global climate change, which could have disastrous
environmental and economic impacts. The average
vehicle emits more than one pound ofcarbon dioxide
per mile,'
1
' and total carbon dioxide emissions from
transportation are increasing nationwide. :"
Water quality and quantity problems are other
serious problems associated with sprawl.
Buildings, roads, and parking lots are replacing
millions of acres of forests, farms, and wetlands in
the Southeast that would otherwise filter water.
Further, development dramatically increases the
amount of impervious surfaces, which in turn can
increase the volume of runoff of pollutants, increase
erosion, and slow groundwater replenishment,
depleting water supplies. A one-acre parking lot,
for example, can create 16 times more runoff than
a meadow of the same size. 21 The cumulative
impacts of sprawl can be devastating. For example,
the Catawba River in North Carolina and South
Carolina has been identified as one of the most
endangered rivers in the country due to erosion
and runoff from explosive development in the
Charlotte area, where approximately 40 acres of
green space is developed daily.- 2
In addition, land cleared for roads and
development can deposit silt in rivers and streams.
and road use and maintenance can introduce
pollutants such as herbicides into the water. For
example, the Tennessee Department of
Environment and Conservation found that sediment
from the construction of the southern portion of
State Route 840 - a ring road outside of Nashville
currently under construction - has damaged eight
streams and creeks, including sediment deposits
of a foot or more in some cases. 2:i
The list of environmental damage caused by
the Southeast's land use and transportation patterns
also includes loss of the region's tremendous
biological diversity, habitat fragmentation, noise
pollution, and visual blight. In short, sprawl is
perhaps the single greatest threat to the region's
environment.
Community Wealth and Health
Land use and transportation patterns have a
variety of impacts on community involvement and
connectedness. As land uses spread further and
further apart and a car becomes necessary for
performing many activities, children, the elderly,
and disabled individuals have greater difficulty in
becoming active members of the community. The
time we spend commuting and stuck in traffic also
reduces involvement in community activities.
Moreover, studies have shown that people who live
on streets with higher traffic levels know far fewer
of their neighbors than do people on streets with
lower traffic. 24 Further, a recent report prepared
for the Community Foundation of Greater Atlanta
concluded that Atlanta's "rapid growth may
constrain the development of the area's social
capital. As would be expected, newcomers to
Atlanta report lower levels of involvement in civic
activities, formal associations, charitable giving, and
faith-based engagement. 25
"
Fiscal and Economic Costs
Sprawl's price tag is tremendous and it is rising,
as is the threat it poses to successful long-term
economic development.
There is increasing evidence, for example, that
26
the fiscal impact of sprawl development patterns
harms many localities and burdens taxpayers. 26
Proposed developments are frequently justified on
the basis of the tax revenues they will bring to a
city or county. All too often, however, localities
are faced with the reality that growth does not pay
for itself and can lead to higher tax rates or higher
debt. Although new development does bring new
tax revenues, far-flung development often does not
generate enough taxes to pay for the new roads,
water lines, schools, and other infrastructure and
services that need to be provided. At the same
time, infrastructure that taxpayers have already paid
for may be underused or abandoned as development
spreads outward. Providing the infrastructure to
serve growth can also strain state budgets. A study
in South Carolina showed that directing future
development to existing areas would make use of
infrastructure already in place, saving the state $2.7
billion over 20 years. 27
Current land use and transportation trends also
threaten the long-term health of regional and local
economies. A recent national report found that
business leaders "are recognizing that quality of
life directly affects economic prosperity, and that
sprawl threatens quality of life in many
communities. 28" For one thing, traffic congestion
and long commutes make an area a much less
desirable place to live and work. Moreover,
businesses and individuals are often forced to pay
high prices for congestion; in 1999. congestion costs
were over $2.6 billion in Atlanta and almost $1.5
billion in Miami. 29 The typical southern household
spends $6,863 per year on transportation, with
$6,577 going toward automobiles. 30 This outlay is
second only to housing expenditures, and is more
than families in the region spend on health care
and food combined.31
The economic vitality of existing rural
communities, small towns, urban neighborhoods -
even older suburbs - also suffers under sprawl.
Not only does sprawl tend to lead to increased
property taxes, but it also saps the vitality of existing
communities since investment, jobs, and residents
are lured to outlying areas. Rural economies can
further suffer as productive farmland is converted
and scenic landscapes, historic areas, and
recreation areas that often attract vital tourist
spending are harmed or destroyed.
Equity Problems
The burdens and benefits of land use and
transportation patterns are not distributed equally.
As noted above, sprawl development drives up
transportation costs. Lower income families,
however, spend the highest percentage of their
income on transportation. According to the Bureau
of Labor Statistics' Consumer Expenditure Survey,
households with income between $10,000 and
14,999, for example, spend $3,697 per year on
transportation - a quarter to more than a third of
their income (24 to 37%), on average. 32 In contrast,
families with income of $30,000 to 39,999 spend
an average of $6973 per year on transportation
(only 17 to 23%) and upper income households
earning $70,000 or more spend an average of
$ 1 3,363 on transportation (a fraction ofone percent
up to 19%, on average).
In addition, sprawl tends to be both a symptom
and a cause of economic and social polarization,
helping to concentrate poverty in cities and drawing
people and wealth to the suburbs. This
concentration in turn leads both to the increased
need for local services within cities and to the
erosion of the tax base necessary to support these
needs, spurring further flight of wealthier
households. Myron Orfield has documented this
polarization in Atlanta, as well as the similar pattern
of economic decline that ultimately tends to
overtake inner suburbs and satellite cities that
cannot compete as wealthier residents move to
newer suburbs. 33 His study also highlights
inequities in infrastructure investment patterns,
showing that the majority of highway spending has
gone to wealthier suburban areas, helping them
attract an even larger share of the region's jobs.
In addition to furthering regional polarization, as
infrastructure investments help to draw more jobs
to outer suburbs it is increasingly difficult for low-
income individuals residing in the central city to
find and to reach work. This problem is exacerbated
by the relative lack of investment in transportation
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alternatives, and has a disproportionate impact on
minorities.
Changing Public Attitudes Toward Sprawl
The mounting problems accompanying sprawl
in the Southeast have led to increasing public
concern about the consequences of current growth
patterns. A Florida poll, for example, found that 90
percent of voters support managing or limiting
growth. 14 In a North Carolina poll, almost 77
percent of respondents felt "strongly" or
"somewhat strongly" that the state "should impose
much stricter environmental controls on developers
and construction businesses. 35" In addition, polls
in numerous areas throughout the region have
identified traffic congestion as one of the most
pressing issues facing localities.
The deepening concern about sprawl is
accompanied by growing support for promoting
smart growth and community livability measures
such as preserving open space and revitalizing
existing communities. In a nationwide poll
conducted for Smart Growth America, 85 percent
of the people surveyed supported increasing
coordination among towns to plan for growth, and
76 percent supported state governments giving
funding priority to maintaining schools, roads, and
other services in existing communities rather than
encouraging development in the countryside. 16
Further, Federal Highway Administration surveys
have also shown that the public is much more likely
to support expanding public transportation or
building new bikeways and sidewalks than to
support new highways. 17
These opinions are increasingly evident at the
ballot box. Growth issues are figuring prominently
in more local races and measures in the region. In
November 2000, for example, dozens of measures
involving a range of issues relating to growth ( such
as economic development and revitalization, open
space, and transportation) were on local ballots in
the Southeast.™ Most of these measures were on
the ballot in Florida, Georgia, and North Carolina;
most measures dealt with funds for preservation
of parks and open space, and almost all of these
measures passed. In addition, several measures
provided funding for improving transportation
choices; Atlanta, for example passed two bond
measures totaling $74.5 million to improve the
pedestrian and transit environment.
Opportunities for Reform
Sprawl is not inevitable. A host of public
subsidies, regulations, and decisions typically make
it cheaper and easier to develop on the fringes of
existing communities. For example, a primary
factor fueling explosive growth in the Southeast
has been the public investment in infrastructure,
such as roads, and water and sewer lines; as long
as taxpayers cover these costs, there is little
incentive to build where infrastructure already
exists. In addition, planning and zoning policies
State Number ofLand Trusts Total Acres Protected
Alabama 4 33.516
Florida 23 64,456
Georgia 17 36,864
North Carolina 26 112.141
South Carolina 18 97.573
Tennessee 15 43.734
Virginia 17 236.160
Region 120 624,454
Table 5. Land trusts and acres protected by state.
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that require large lots and the geographie separation
of commercial and residential uses encourage
scattered development and driving.
There are ample opportunities for reform.
Although most of the Southeast is still in the early
stages of addressing sprawl-related problems, and
no state or locality has adopted a comprehensive
set of policy reforms to promote smarter growth,
there have been significant accomplishments
throughout much of the region.
It is beyond the scope of this article to provide
a comprehensive inventory of the many innovative
tools and strategies states and communities are
using to better guide growth and promote more
sustainable transportation.'9 This section provides
an overview of some of the key recent
accomplishments in the Southeast, which highlight
some of the more promising strategies to promote
smarter growth and community livability.
Land Conservation
There are a number of tools available to protect
rural, natural, and historic areas from the explosive
development sweeping the region. These tools
include establishing parks and greenways and
conserving forest, farmland, and other forms of
open space - whether through acquisition,
purchasing development rights, or using
conservation easements to limit development that
threatens public resources such as clean water and
green space. For example, over 1.200 private land
trusts nationwide protect more than 4.7 million
acres. In the Southeast, there are 120 land trusts,
and they are estimated to have protected almost
625,000 acres.40
In addition. Florida has the nation's largest land
acquisition program. Since 1990. over one million
acres have been protected. In 1999. this program
was extended for 10 years with an annual funding
level of $300 million to acquire, protect, and restore
open space, urban recreation land, and greenways.
Other states in the region have recently taken action
on open space funding as well. In Georgia,
Governor Barnes successfully pushed for the
Greenspace Trust Fund that will provide fast-
growing areas $30 million in grants if they develop
greenspace plans that protect 20 percent of their
land.
Increasing Transportation Choices
As discussed above, transportation programs
in southeastern states are heavily weighted towards
building and expanding roads, virtually ignoring
transit, bicycling, walking, and other transportation
alternatives. This road-centered approach has been
a major factor fueling sprawl in the region since
new roads can largely determine the pace, location,
and scale of growth, opening new areas to
development and subsidizing sprawl.
Some significant reforms have begun the move
toward a more balanced transportation approach
that offers a variety of transportation choices,
providing meaningful alternatives to having to drive
everywhere. For example, Charlotte voters
approved a referendum in 1998 adopting a half-
cent sales tax to fund a 25-year plan that includes
$ 1 billion in transit improvements. In Atlanta, the
new 25-year long range transportation plan calls
for devoting 55 percent of funds to transit, although
there are substantial questions regarding whether
this much funding will actually be spent on transit.
In addition, although still a small percentage of
transportation funding, there has been a surge in
public investment in bicycle and pedestrian projects
throughout the region, largely as a result of federal
funding changes. The Birmingham area, for
example, is implementing a $15 million
comprehensive bicycle and pedestrian plan.
Building Better Communities
Efforts to revitalize existing communities and
to promote more compact patterns of new
development with a mixture of commercial and
residential land uses are a cornerstone of smarter
growth. These efforts have the potential to reduce
the pressure on undeveloped lands by providing
attractive alternatives for residences and
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businesses, to decrease travel times and make
transportation alternatives more practical by
locating homes closer to jobs and other activities,
and to reduce the fiscal impacts of growth by
encouraging development in areas already served
by roads, schools, water and sewer.41 Current public-
subsidies and regulations, however, typically make
it cheaper and easier for developers to build on
undeveloped sites on the fringes of existing
communities.
Redirecting Infrastructure Investments
One of the most promising opportunities for
states and localities to guide growth is to redirect
public infrastructure spending to serve existing
communities and designated growth areas. For
example, road funds can be reprioritized using a
"fix it first" approach that devotes a larger portion
of road spending to maintaining existing roads and
bridges than to new construction that opens
previously rural areas to development. In addition,
numerous localities have designated growth areas
that delineate where capital improvements and
infrastructure investment will be made. The City
of Virginia Beach, for example, has adopted a
"Green Line" that shapes the city's capital
improvement and land use planning and has resulted
in the lion's share of growth occurring within the
designated area.
Providing Financial Incentives
The power of the purse is also being used to
provide financial incentives - such as tax credits,
tax abatements, loans, and grants - to encourage
rehabilitation and reuse of existing structures and
properties that have already been developed.
Historic preservation incentives are a common and
effective tool adopted by many states and localities
in the region. In North Carolina, for example,
developers estimated that the majority of the
projects completed under a tax credit program for
rehabilitation of certain types of historic buildings
would not have been undertaken without such a
credit.42 In addition, many states and localities have
adopted incentives to encourage redevelopment of
old industrial sites, commonly referred to as
"brownfields." Florida, for instance, offers a tax
credit that provides an eligible applicant up to 35
percent of the costs of a voluntary cleanup activity
integral to rehabilitating a state-designated
brownfields area.
Removing Regulator}' Barriers
In addition to reorienting infrastructure
expenditures and providing financial incentives to
guide development, a number of states and localities
in the Southeast have begun to review and revise
regulatory provisions that inhibit more sensible
growth. Planning and zoning policies, for instance,
typically segregate commercial and residential uses
into different geographic areas, practically requiring
people to drive to conduct almost any activity.
Requiring large lot sizes, large setbacks or wide
street widths are some of the other measures that
effectively mandate automobile-dependent, land
consumptive development patterns. In most
localities in the Southeast, it would be illegal to build
the more compact, mixed-use development that
prevailed in this region until the past few decades
and characterizes many of the region's most
attractive and vibrant older communities.
A growing number of states and localities
throughout the Southeast have revised regulatory
provisions to eliminate such barriers to more
compact, traditional neighborhood development.
For example, an overlay district was adopted in
Port Royal, South Carolina to promote a mixture
of land uses, infill development, and pedestrian-
friendly street improvements. Three towns north
of Charlotte - Huntersville, Davidson, and
Cornelius - have overhauled their development
regulations, adopting similar provisions to promote
more traditional development. Although fewer
steps have been taken to remove policy obstacles
to smarter growth at the state level, there have
been some advances. North Carolina, for example,
recently adopted a pilot program that allows certain
local governments to use an alternative building
code designed to remove some of the hurdles
current provisions pose to rehabilitating older
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buildings.
Linking Transportation and Land Use
One of the greatest hurdles to more sensible
growth is the frequent failure to link transportation
and land use. Transportation improvements shape
the location and pace of development, and land
use plans and development can have a significant
impact on the need for new transportation facilities
and the effectiveness of transportation investments.
Yet this link is frequently overlooked. For the most
part, localities have been responsible for land use
decisions and policies, while states have had primary
responsibility for transportation decisions. The
failure to link land use and transportation has
contributed to sprawling development, traffic
congestion, and other unintended consequences.
One of the more notable efforts to overcome
these problems is the Georgia Regional
Transportation Authority (GRTA), a transportation
superagency that could provide a model for more
sustainable transportation and smarter growth.
GRTA has the potential to link transportation, land
use, and air quality planning at the regional level;
to provide a broader range of transportation
choices; and to use transportation funding to guide
growth to areas where it will not generate
significant sprawl. Although it has yet to live up to
its potential, GRTA was given tremendous powers
by the state legislature, including the authority to
veto regional transportation plans, build and operate
public transportation systems, or withhold
transportation funds from large development projects.
In contrast to GRTA, which was created by
the state, local governments in the Charlotte-
Mecklenburg County area have cooperated and
committed to a regional transit and land use plan
that identifies land use and community design
characteristics and transportation improvements
needed to address growth pressures in the area.
Among other things, this plan outlines how local
governments will revise their zoning ordinances to
guide development to agreed upon transportation
corridors and centers.
Conclusions
There are substantial opportunities to promote
more efficient and more sustainable growth in the
Southeast. Many steps in recent years have begun
to take advantage of these opportunities. There
are, however, significant barriers to adopting and
implementing more sensible tools and strategies for
guiding growth. These barriers include shorter-
term hurdles such as budget shortfalls resulting
from the recent economic downturn, as well as
more intractable barriers such as transportation
agencies that are often opposed to change, and
politically powerful special interests that profit from
current policies favoring sprawl development and
road construction.
Despite these hurdles, the substantial economic,
health, environmental, and social costs of current
growth trends are fueling public concern and calls
for change. States and localities throughout the
Southeast must make critical choices about how
they will grow. Policies that can capture the
benefits of growth while minimizing the attendant
costs must be adopted if the region is to enjoy
continued prosperity, vibrant and healthy
communities, abundant natural resources, and a
strong quality of life.
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